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(54) Dynamic noninvasive detection of analytical container features using ultrasound 

(57) A proffle of a rack that may have zero, one, or a 
plurality of containers may be obtained using an ultra- 
sonic sensor. The sensor emits a plurality of ultrasonic 
kxjrsts and the rack is transported under the sensor at a 
slow speed that allows the sensor to detect at least first 
and second echoes from each of the bursts. Data 
points, con'esponding to each of the frst and second 
echoes, are generated and the data points are captured 
in a memory device. The data points, generally reflect- 
ing the levels of the rack and any containers, are proc- 
essed to dynamically arKl non-invasively (i.e., without 
physically contacting the liquid with a probe) determine 
information about the container types, whether any con- 
tainer is capped, and. if one or more containers are 
uncapped, the liquid level in the uncapped containers: 
This profiling may be used in a variety of devices and is 
particularly useful in a sample handler in an automated 
analytical instrument, where tine ultrasonic sensor may 
be positioned above a rack transport mechanism. 



FIG. 3 




Q. 
UJ 



Primod by Xercoc (UK) Buslnoss Servloes 
2.16.7/3.6 



EP 0 979 998 A2 



Description 
Reld of Invention 

5 [0001 ] This invention relates to the profiling of containers using an ultrasonic liquid level sensor to detect a series of 
data points that are processed to determine Infornfiation about the containers, such as container type, whether the con- 
tainer Is capped, and, if the container is not capped, the liquid level In the containers. 

Cross-Reference to Related Applications 

10 

[0002] This application is related to the following U.S. patent applications, having the Indicated titles, which are com- 
monly-assigned to the Bayer Corporation of Tarrytown, New York and are incorporated by reference herein: 
[0003] Utility patent applications for Robotics for Transporting Containers and Objects within an Automated Analytical 
ahd Service Tool for Servicing Robotics, Ser. No. , filed concurrently herewith (Attorney Docket 

IS No. 8698-2035): Automatic Handler for Feeding Containers Into and Out of An Analytical Instrument ("Sample Han- 
dler"), Ser. No. , filed concurrentiy herewith (Attorney Docket No. 8698-2050); Sample Tube 

Rack. Ser. No. , filed June 15, 1998 (Internal Docket No. MST-2302); Reagent Package. Ser. No. 

08/985.759. filed December 5, 1997 (Internal Docket No. MST-1968.1); Diluent Package, Ser. No. 29/088.045. filed May 
14, 1998 (Internal Docket No. MST-2305); Stat Shuttie Adapter and Transport Device, Ser. Hoi . 

20 filed ^(Internal Docket No. MST-2307): Automatic Decapper, Ser. No. . filed concur- 
rently herewith (Attorney Docket No. 8698-2049); and Cup Handling Subsystem for an Automated Clinical Chemistry 
/Vnalyzer System, Ser. No., filed ^(Attorney Docket No. 8698-2039). 

Background of the invention 

[0004] A variety of different types and sizes of test tubes and inserts (such as Ezee Nest® tubes tiiat are inserted into 
ordinary Vacutainer® test tubes or sample cups tiiat are inserted into Microtainer® holders), generically "containers" 
(or "Vessels"), are cun^ently in use in laboratories and hospitals throughout tiie worid. However, there are only a few 
such containers that conrprlse the majority of containers in use. These include the Vacutainer® test tubes and Micro- 

30 tainer® holders, both manufactured by the Becton-Dickinson Corporation, test tubes from Sarstedt of Germany, and the 
two types of inserts mentioned above: Ezee Nest® inserts and Microtainer® holders. Otiier test tubes are manufac- 
tured by Braun of Germany, Meditech, Inc. of Bel Air. Maryland, and Greiner, among others. The below discussion 
refers to the Vacutainer® and Sarstedt test tubes and tiie inserts but would apply equally to other test tubes and other 
containers as long as sufficient information is provided to the workstation software for the system to kientify the contain- 

35 ers and distinguish them from other containers. 

[0005] The Vacutainer® test tubes are available in 4 sizes, 13 mm (diameter) x 75 mm (height), 13 mm x 100 mm, 16 
mm X 75 mm, and 16 mm x 100 mm. All of these Vacutainer® test tubes may be capped with a rubber stopper or a 
rubber Hemoguard® cap. The test tubes tiiat are 75 mm in height may alternatively have an Ezee Nest® insert, which 
holds a small amount of a sample, inserted into the top of the Vacutainer® test tube to be supported by the lip of the 

40 test tube. The Sarstedt test tubes are availat}le in two sizes: 16 mm x 75 mm and 16 mm x 92 mm and may be capped 
with unique twist-on caps. The other referenced test tubes likewise have unique features, such as size, that are suffi- 
cient to identify tiiem. 

[0006] Some of tiie various types of containers referred to above are shown in Fig. 1 . The containers are numbered 
1-19 and identified in the identification key on Fig. 1 . The maximum height of each container is listed below the figure 
45 of that container. The listed height includes the height of the container plus any additional height due to the height of 
the cap or insert. 

[0007] It is important to be able to process tiie different types of containers in an automated analytical instrument 
while requiring as little human intervention, such as data enf y of information about the containers, as possitile. It would 
therefore be useful to have an analytical instrument that dynamically determines tiie container type and liquid level in 
so the container. Similarly, the instrument shouM also be able to detect capped test tid}es in order to know which test tuk)es 
must be automatically decapped at an automatic decapping area of the instrument before further processing of the test 
tubes. 

[0008] tt is further desirable to maximize tiie throughput of the analytical instrument. One way to maximize throughput 
is to minimize the downward ti'avel of a probe for aspirating liquid samples from the containers by maximizing the speed 
55 with which the probe may be lowered. The probe must enter the liqukf slowly so as not to enter the liquid surface at a 
high velocity, which would perturb the hydraulic interface at the probe tip. If the liquid level in each container is known 
t>efore the probe is lowered, tiie probe may be quickly lowered to slightiy akx>ve the liquid level and a capadtive lk:|uid 
level sensor on the tip of ttie probe may be used to lower tiie probe the additional small distance necessary to enter the 
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sample. This speeds up the cyde time in which each sample Is aspirated, as otherwise the probe would have to be low- 
ered at a steady, slow rate until the probe determines the liquid level. To lower the probe more quickly requires a specific 
acceleration/deceleration motion profile determined by the location of the top surface of the liquid. 
[0009] An ultrasonic sensor may be used to detect objects not in contact with the sensor. (Fig. 2) The ultrasonic sen- 

5 sor comprises a transducer 21 with a piezoelectric tip mounted in a sensor holder 20. Transducer 21 aKernates between 
operating as a transmitter and receiver. When operating as a transmitter, an electrical pulse Is applied to transducer 21 , 
causing transducer 21 to ring at a particular ultrasonic frequency, which is in the range of approximately 50 kHz to 2 
MHz. Transducer 21 rings freely until it eventually stops ringing. The ringing transmits an ultrasonic burst, represented 
by arrow 23, for a length of time that is dependent on the pulse width applied to transducer 21 and the size of transducer 

10 21. The ultrasonic burst has a greater amplitude when initially generated and then attenuates over time. (Fig. 4) The 
burst propagates through air toward a targeted surface, such as surface 22, and, when it strikes the targeted surface, 
at least a portion of the wave which is not absorbed by the surface, if any, is reflected back toward sensor 21 as one or 
more echoes 24. The sensor Is able to detect the echoes after it has finished ringing and is switched to a receive mode. 
[0010] The ultrasonic k>urst propagates as a cone-shaped wave. Referring to Fig. 3, where a first surface 25 has an 

IS aperture 26, the burst will impinge upon the first surface 25 and pass through the aperture 26 to impinge on a second 
lower surface 29, if any The burst is reflected back from the first, closer surface 25 as a first echo 27 and from the sec- 
ond, farther surface 29 as a second echo 28, which arrives at sensor 21 after the first echo 27. The time it takes for each 
ultrasonic burst to travel from sensor 21 and to return back to sensor 21 as one or more echoes is captured in memory. 
Software, known to those skilled in the art and typically included by the sensor manufacturer in a printed wire assembly 

20 (referred to below as a data acquisition board) which is designed to operate with the sensor, then converts the time 
measurements to measurements of the distance which the ultrasonic bursts have traveled using the known speed of 
sound (which equals 331 .36 m/sec at ambient temperature). 

[001 1] An ultrasonic sensor may be used in a variety of applications to take measurements over a wide range of dis- 
tances. They may be used as short range sensors to take measurements as close as a few centimeters away from the 
25 sensor or as long range sensors to take measurements as far away as a few meters. Ultrasonic sensors have typically 
been used in applications such as detecting and identifying solid objects, measuring the shape and orientation of a 
workplace, detecting possible collisions between objects to avoid the collisions, room surveillance, flow measurement, 
and determining a type of material by measuring the absorption of sound. 

[0012] Ultrasonic liquid level sensing is a known process that uses an analog ultrasonic sensor to measure the level 
30 of liquid in a container without physically contacting the liquid. One such sensor that may be used for ultrasonic liquid 
level sensing is described in U.S. Patent No. 5,507,178 assigned to Cosense, Inc. of Hauppauge, New York. Cosense 
also manufactures an ultrasonic micro measurement system ML- 102, which may be used for liquid level sensing. Ultra- 
sonic sensors are better suited for liquid level sensing in narrow containers than optical sensors because they are at 
most nominally affected by dust, may be used over a wide range of distances, are inexpensive, and light does not inter- 
ns fere with the measurements. The Cosense sensor has been used by the Becton-Dickinson Corporation for determining 
the level of liquid in Micro pipette trays that are statically placed underneath the sensor. 

[0013] It is also known in the prior art that information regarding the profile of vehicles passing a toll booth may be 
collected using an ultrasonic low frequency broad beam long range sensor, which is far less precise than an ultrasonic 
liquid level sensor, to determine the volume and types of vehicles, such as whether it is a car or truck, passing a partic- 
40 ular toll booth. The sensor takes a number of readings, collecting data points to create a profile of the vehicles. Obvi- 
ously, the precise model or manufacturer of the vehicle is unimportant in this situation and an imprecise profile 
containing data points which are not processed further to obtain precise measurements may be used to provide the 
required information. 

45 Summary of the Invention 

[0014] It is therefore an object of this invention to provide a method of using an ultrasonic sensor that transmits an 
ultrasonic beam focused downward on a moving rack of containers to profile the rack and containers and thereby deter- 
mine information about them, which may include the type and size of the container, whether the container is capped, 

so and. if the container is not capped, the liquid level in the containers. 

[0015] The present invention is directed to a method of profiling one or more containers in a rack using the ultrasonic 
sensor. The rack is transported within a sensing range of the sensor, in particular, by transporting the rack with a rack 
transport mechanism, such as a cross-feed or shuttie. under the ultrasonic sensor at a slew speed, while the ultrasonic 
sensor transmits a plurality of ultrasonic bursts toward the rack. As the sensor may be used to profile relatively small 

55 containers, the sensor is preferably operated as a short range sensor with bursts emitted at a frequency of 1 MHz. The 
sensor detects echoes generated by the ultrasonic bursts striking the rack and the containers as the rack is transported 
past the sensor and these echoes are detected. The first and second echoes generated by each of the bursts are cap- 
tured and processed to profile the containers. Using the detected echoes, a processor generates data points indicating 
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the distance the echoes traveled in a single direction before being reflected back to the ultrasonic sensor. These data 
points are saved in a memory device associated with the ultrasonic sensor and are processed to profile the container. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

5 

[001 6] The inventions and modifications thereof will become better evident from the detailed description below in con- 
junction with the following figures, in which like reference characters refer to like elements, and in which: 

Fig. 1 is an elevational view of some of the various types of containers that may be profiled; 

10 Fig. 2 Is an elevational side view of an ultrasonic liquid level sensor according to the invention transmitting an ultra- 
sonic wave directed toward a container and receiving a first echo back from the container; 
Fig. 3 is an elevational side view of the ultrasonic liquid level sensor of Fig. 2 transmitting an ultrasonic wave 
directed toward a container, such as a MICROTAINER or EZEE-NEST container, and the first and second echoes 
reflected back toward the sensor; 

IS Fig. 4 is a graph plotting distance versus time of the ultrasonic burst and the first and second echoes; 

Fig. 5(a) is a front elevational view of the ultrasonic liquid level sensor emitting an ultrasonic wave into a container 
containing liquid with bubbles at the upper surface of the liquid; 

Fig. 5(b) is a front elevational view of the ultrasonic liquid level sensor emitting an ultrasonic wave into a container 
where a meniscus has formed within the test tube; 
20 Fig. 5(c) is a front elevational view of a container that is positioned outside of the range of the ultrasonic liquid level 
sensor; 

Fig. 5(d) is a front elevational view of an ultrasonic liquid level sensor that is misaligned; 

Fig. 6A is an isometric view of the sample handler that includes the ultrasonic liquid level sensor; 

Fig. 6B is an isometric view of a first embodiment of a rack with which this invention may be used positioned in the 
25 infeed of the sample handler; 

Fig. 6C is an isometric view of tiie rack transferred from the infeed to a position on the cross-feed behind the infeed; 

Fig. 60 is an isometric view of the rack after it is transported across the cross-feed to a position behind the outfeed; 

Fig. 6E is an isometric view of the ultrasonic level sensor mounted in a sensor holder above a shuttle that transports 

a rack of containers beneatii the ultrasonic level sensor; 
30 Fig. 6F Is an isometric view of the gimbal to be mounted within a sensor holder; 

Fig. 7A is a graph of the ultrasonic profile of the raw data for the first echo generated by profiling a rack having the 

indicated containers; 

Fig. 7B is a graph of the profile of the raw data for the second echo generated by profiling the rack and containers 
of Fig. 7A; 

35 Fig. 8 is a graph of the profile of additional raw data; 

Fig. 9 is a graph of the profile of the raw data of Fig. 8 after a first filter has been used to filter the large spikes in 
the raw data; 

Fig. 1 0A is a graph of the ultrasonic profile of raw data for tiie first echo generated by profiling a rack having 75 x 
100 VACUTAINER test tubes witii EZEE-NEST inserts; 
40 Fig. 1 0B is a graph of the profile of the raw data for the second echo generated by profiling the rack and containers 
of Rg. 7B; 

Fig. 1 1 is a flow chart of algorltiim for profiling a test tube rack and any test tubes or inserts in the rack; 
Fig. 12 is a flow chart of an algorithm for calculating the beginning and ending points of the rack from the first echo 
(step 240 of tiie algorithm of Fig. 11); 
45 Fig. 13 is a flow chart of an algorithm for calculating the height, liquid level and container type from tiie ultrasonic 
profile shown in Fig. 1 1 (step 300 of the algoritiim of Fig. 1 1); 

Fig. 14 is a flow chart of an algorithm for filtering the second echo data, when necessary, to obtain the liquid level 
(step 560 of Rg. 13); 

Fig. 15 is a flow chart of an algorithm for obtaining the liquid level after identification of container type (step 530 of 
so Rg. 13 and step 640 of Fig. 1 4); and 

Fig. 16 Is an Isometric view of a second embodiment of a rack with which this Invention may be used. 

Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiment 

55 [001 7] Referring to Fig. 6A, an automated sample handler 60 for an analytical instrument, such as the sample handler 
described in the referenced Sample Handler application, feeds containers into the instrument. The sample handler may 
be part of a single instrument or may be a single module In a modular instrument comprising modules for analysis of 
the samples and for processing the samples before analysis. Sample handler 60 conprlses an infeed 80. a cross-feed 
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95 (or "cross-feed shuttle") and an outfeed 100. Racks 70 (Rg. 6B), such as those described in the referenced applica- 
tion assigned Internal Docket No. MST-2302, are used to transport the containers within sample handler 60. Sanrple 
handler 60 has a master controller (not shown), such as a controller based on an Intel 386EX microprocessor, to control 
the operations of sanple handler 60. 

5 [0018] Racks 70 of containers are Inserted into infeed 80 and are transferred one at a time to a track 102 on cross- 
feed 95 positioned behind Infeed 80 and outfeed 100. The containers inserted into the racks 70 may include one or 
more containers of one of the 1 9 container types shown in Fig. 1 . However, as indicated above, any container that has 
unique features identifiable by profiling and whose identifying features are saved in workstation software may be 
inserted Into sample handler 60 and profiled by the ultrasonic profiling of the present invention, (In certain circum- 

10 stances, a completely empty rack with no containers may be inserted.). A transport mechanism (not shown) in cross- 
feed 95 engages the rack 70 and pushes it from the infeed side to the outfeed side of cross-feed 95 and holds it in place 
there while the containers may be extracted from the rack by a robotic arm nnoving overhead to be fed elsewhere in the 
instrument. (Fig 6D) The rack 70 is then output into outfeed 100. After the other nKxlules in instrument have completed 
their operations on the containers, the containers are returned by the robotic ami to the racks 70 In outfeed 100 for 

15 removal from sample handler 60. 

[0019] Each of racks 70 may hold as many as eight containers of the various types and sizes, including the 19 types 
shown in Fig. 1, in individual tube receptacles 72 that are equally spaced and separated by side walls 74. Each tube 
receptacle 72 within rack 70 has a diameter large enough for containers of various diameters nominally between 8 mm 
and 16 mm to be placed therein. Each rack 70 has a machine-readable identification code, such as a bar code label, to 

20 identify the rack 70 and each container also has a machine readable identification code. Containers are placed in the 
rack 70 by the operator who must firmly seat the containers in tube receptacles 72 with the identification code of the 
containers visible through openings 71 in a lateral front wall 73 of each rack 70. A bar code reader 75 (or, if a machine 
readable identification code other than bar codes are used, a device suitable for reading that code) and an ultrasonic 
liquid level sensor 90 are positioned along the middle section of cross-feed 95 between infeed 80 and outfeed 100. The 

25 rack 70 with containers first passes the bar code reader 75, which is on the side of cross-feed 95 between infeed 80 
and outfeed 100. where the bar codes on the rack 70 and containers are read and the data is transmitted to the sample 
handler controller to both identify each rack and container and to determine the number of containers in the rack 70. 
Further along cross-feed 95, the rack 70 passes under ultrasonte liquid level sensor 90 positioned above cross-feed. 
(Fig. 6E) Rack 70 is transported in cross-feed 95 at a preferred slew speed of approximately 2 inches/sec to allow a 

30 sufficient number of data points for the profiling to be taken. 

[0020] A bidirectional stat shuttle 85 may also be included on sample handler 60, such as between infeed 80 and out- 
feed 100, to irput test tubes on a priority basis or when infeed 80 is broken. (Fig. 6A) Stat shuttle may also be used to 
input other containers, such as reagent or diluent packages, for use by the instrument and to output the test tubes and 
other containers. Uke cross-feed 95. stat shuttle 85 has a bar code reader 86 and ultrasonic liquid level sensor 87 posi- 

35 tioned adjacent slat shuttle 85 to perform the same operations when the containers are fed into the sample handler 60 
via the stat shuttle 85. Due to space constraints, bar code reader 86 may be mounted behind sensor 87 and reads the 
bar code via a mirror 88. 

[0021] Tabs (or "ears^ 76a. 76b on each side of racks 70 are located at the top of racks 70 at the same height on 
each side of racks 70. Tabs 76a. 76b are used for various purposes including to hold racks 70 upright and to lift and 

40 advance the position of the rack 70 in infeed 80 and outfeed 100 as explained below. Of particular importance to the 
present invention, tabs 76a. 76b provtele a reference level for the profiling described below. In one preferred embodi- 
ment, racks 70 are approximately three inches high and approximately 228 mm long from the outer end of one tab to 
the outer end of the other tab. One skilled in the art will understand that the racks 70 may vary in size and the algorithms 
provided below may be adjusted accordingly to accommodate the exact rack configuration. 

45 [0022] Ultrasonic liquid level sensor 90 is preferably mounted in a sensor holder 92 mounted to the top of an L-shaped 
bracket 94 (Fig. 6B) that overhangs cross-feed 95. Sensor holder 92 has a non-metallic gimbal 96 (Fig. 6F) that permits 
sensor 90 to be adjusted to point perpendicularly to the top of the target on the rack 70. The precise alignment of gimbal 

96 Is achieved with a Jig (not shown) that Is similar to rack 70. A tube pin is pressed through gimbal 96, a tube receptacle 
on the jig, and the aperture within track 102. thereby causing gimbal 96 to self-align. After gimbal 96 is adjusted, it is 

so locked in place with two set screws 97 (Fig. 6E). The tube pin is then removed and sensor 90 is placed within gimbal 96. 
[0023] Sensor 90 is held by sensor holder 92 above the transducer 99 so as not to interfere with the ringing of a trans- 
ducer 99 with or limit the beam shape of the ultrasonic burst. To prevent the need to realign sensor 90 after servicing 
Instrument, bracket 94 preferably pivots backward on a hinge (not shown) when a screw that holds the bracket down is 
removed to allow a technician to work on the system. A data acquisition board 98 is mounted near bracket 94 as well. 

55 Board 98 communicates with the sample handler controller. 

[0024] Ultrasonic liquid level sensor 90 must be able to detect surfaces wrthin a short range from sensor 90. While 
sensor 90 is ringing, it is unable to receive and detect echoes. Therefore, there is a region adjacent sensor 90 through 
which the ultrasonic burst propagates before sensor 90 is able to detect echoes. This region is a dead zone where ech- 
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oes reflected from a surface in this region will not be detected at sensor 90. 

[0025] In a prefenred embodiment, sensor 90 is preferably a Cosense sensor Part No. 123-10001 . Sensor 90 has a 
transducer 99 that is 0.25 inches in diameter and approximately 0.75 inches in length. A pulse having a frequency of 
approximately 1.0 MHz and a pulse width of approximately 1 miaosecond is applied to sensor 90. causing sensor 90 
s to ring possOsly as long as, but not longer than. 100 microseconds. When operated within these parameters, sensor 90 
has a dead zone of approximately 12.7 mm (=0.5 inches). The high ultrasonic frequency of 1.0 MHz is used (typically 
ultrasonic sensors are operated in the kHz range) to reduce the length of ringing of the transducer 99. thereby minimiz- 
ing the size of the dead zone. For the same reason, sensor holder 92 is nonmetallic so as not to extend the length of 
time the transducer 99 rings. 

10 [0026] Sensor 90 should be mounted in sensor holder 92 at a sufficiently high enough distance above the containers, 
(preferably between 0.65 and 1 1nch) so that the tallest test tube which may have a cap on it does not extend into the 
dead zone where it would go undetected by sensor 90 (as explained further below). Sensor 90 must also be able to 
detect liquid levels to the bottom of the containers. Leaving 1 inch between the dead zone and the tallest test tube and 
with the sensor 90 having the given dimensions and operated at the spedfied frequency yields a sensing range of 

15 approximately 5 inches. To accommodate the required sensing range, sensor 90 should be mounted approximately 5 
inches above the lowest point on which the container will rest. If a container passes outside of the sensing range of sen- 
sor 90. as shown in Fig. 5(c). nothing will be sensed and an error code will be generated. 

[0027] Sensor 90 must be properly aligned in bracket 94 such that the ultrasonic burst will be precisely directed down- 
ward toward the center of each container. If sensor 90 is misaligned more than 2 degrees, the echoes generated by the 
20 ultrasonic burst will be reflected back and forth between the side walls of the containers, as shown in Fig. 5(d), and will 
therefore take much longer than appropriate to return to sensor 90. In this event, the container may be either misiden- 
tffied and the liquid level misread, rejected as unrecognizable, or not detected at all. 

[0028] Rack 70 must also be aligned with sensor 90 or the rack may be the source of misalignment problems. There- 
fore, the track 102 on cross-feed 95 must be level and the engagement mechanism on the bottom of the rack 70. which 
25 engages the rack to the transport mechanism rack, must maintain the rack 70 flush with the track 1 02 as it moves under 
sensor 90. The front and rear walls 104. 105 of cross-feed 95 also assist in maintaining the perpendicularity of the rack 
on track 102 by preloading the front of the rack 70 against the rear wall 105 of cross-feed 95. 

[0029] While detecting the first echo may be sufficient to profile certain containers, it is advantageous to also capture 
the second echoes generated by the ultrasonic burst to obtain certain information not provided by the first echoes. The 

30 information provided by the second echo is especially important where there is a large difference between the distance 
which the first and second echoes must travel, as when narrow containers such as the Ezee-Nest® inserts and M ICRO- 
TAINER sample cups are profiled. As will be understood from Fig. 3, where the ultrasonic burst impinges on narrow 
apertures, such as the apertures on certain containers, the first echo is reflected off the curved lip at the top of the nar- 
row VACUTAINER test tube or MICROTAINER holder relatively quickly while the second echo is generated by the sam- 

35 pie. which is much farther down. Taking the first echo profile only, therefore, would profile the container as having a flat 
top and no liquid level would be determined. 

[0030] The profiling of the rack 70 and containers in the rack 70 is performed using an algorithm initiated by software 
in the sample handler controller. Source code for the preferred profiling algorithm is contained in the attached Micro- 
fiche Appendix and Fig. 1 1 is a flow chart of the algorithm, which starts at step 200. At step 210, data points are col- 
40 lected as the rack 70 moves along cross-feed 95. Starting from the rest position behind infeed 80, the rack 70 in cross- 
feed 95 accelerates up to a slew speed of 2 inches/sec. which must remain as constant and smooth as possible while 
rack 70 passes under sensor 90 for sensor 90 to read the level of data points, which are equally spaced from one 
another along the length of the rack 70. Sensor 90 is activated by the sample handler controller when the rack transport 
mechanism is activated to move the rack 70 on cross-feed 95. Sensor 90 emits one ultrasonic burst for approximately 
45 1 microsecond every 2.5 milliseconds. As explained, the ultrasonic burst rings for no longer than 100 microseconds. 
During this time, no signal can be detected and sensor 90 is in a "Window Closed** condition. After the 1 00 microsecond 
burst is completed, sensor 90 switches to a receive mode, referred to as a "Window Open" condition, for approximately 
900 microseconds to detect first and second echoes of the ultrasonic burst that are reflected back to sensor 90. 
[0031] Empty receptacles appear as levels of 0 inch height. This, coupled with the detection of a container wall, deter- 
so mines whether a no container or empty container condition is detected. 

[0032] With sensor 90 in the "Window Open" condition, sensor 90 thereafter takes continuous readings approximately 
every 2.5 ms, which equals approximately one reading every 5/1000 of an inch or 200 times per inch along the length 
of the rack. The values of the readings ("data points") are saved in a FIFO buffer on the data acquisition board 98, such 
as the board made by Cosense Model No. MIL-101, which communicates with sensor 90 via an RS-232 serial port. 
55 (MIL-101 is a single channel board that only accepts data from a single uttrasonic sensor. A multichannel board for 
simultaneously reading data from multiple ultrasonic sensors may alternatively be used.) Data is saved in the FIFO 
buffer in the format of MMMMM NNNNN, where MMMMM and NNNNN are five digit ASCII fixed point values. MMMMM 
is the value in inches at which the first echo was reflected back to sensor 90 and NNNNN is the value in inches at which 
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the second echo was reflected back to sensor 90. For example, where MMMMM equals 02345 and NNNNN equals 
04567. this indicates that the first echo was reflected back to sensor 90 at 2.345 inches away from sensor 90 and the 
second echo was reflected back to sensor 90 at 4.567 inches away from the sensor 90. Alternatively, data may be saved 
in the FIFO buffer in a binary or another format. 

5 [0033] Sensor 90 turns off after reading 2400 data points, which should be a more than sufficient number of data 
points to profile the entire rack 70. The reasoning for requiring 2400 data points is as follows: Rack is 228 mm tong arid, 
since there are approximately 200 readings per inch, there will be approximately 1 795 significant data points comprte- 
ing 1 795 readings by sensor 90 per rack ( =(228 mm / 25.4 mm/inch) x 200 readings/inch) contained within the com- 
plete set of readings captured by the data acquisition board 98 for the time during which the rack is transported. The 

10 data points captured within a certain distance before and after the rack 70 has passed under sensor 90 are also signif- 
icant as they provide the ability to detect the leading and trailing edges of the rack 70. While the minimum number of 
data points required between the leading and trailing edges is as dose to the 1 795 data points as possible. It has been 
found that it is advantageous to capture and save In the FiFO buffer a total of 2400 data points for the rack 70. which 
includes the 1795 points for the rack 70. This leaves 605 data points to capture data about the leading and trailing 

15 edges of the rack 70. or (605 data points / 200 data point / inch / 2 edges = 1 .51) as much as a total of approximately 
1 .51 inches per edge both before and after the rack 70. Taking these additional readings will assist In profiling as motor 
speeds and the starting and stopping accelerations of the transport mechanism in cross-feed 95. as the parameters 
cannot be precisely set In each instrument. 

[0034] Raw data for a first echo of one rack 70 having the containers indicated in Table I is shown in Fig. 7A. Raw 
20 data for a second echo of that rack is shown in Fig. 7B. 



TABLE I 



AREA OF INTEREST 


CONTAINER TYPE 


A 


13 X 100 VACUTAINER - Capped 


B 


13 X 100 VACUTAINER - Open 


C 


13 X 75 VACUTAINER - Open 


D 


MICROTAINER 


E 


13 X 75 VACUTAINER with EZEE-NEST insert 


F 


13 X 100 VACUTAINER - Open 


G 


16 X 75 VACUTAINER with EZEE-NEST insert 


H 


16 X 75 VACUTAINER - Capped 



[0035] Raw data for a first echo generated by a rack with eight 75 x 100 VACUTAINER test tubes with EZEE-NEST 
40 inserts is shown in Fig. 10A. Raw data for a second echo generated by this same rack and containers is shown in Rg. 
108. 

[0036] At step 220, the entire set of raw data for the 2400 data points of interest is sent to the sample handler con- 
troller which processes the data, reformats the data from the MMMMM NNNNN format to an alternative appropriate for- 
mat (such as 32 bit floating values), as dictated by the particular hardware, and the operating system and application 

45 software, and is saved to the FIFO buffer. 

[0037] After 900 microseconds from the beginning of the first ultrasonic burst, sensor 90 again switches to the "Wn- 
dow Closed" condition and is ready to emit another ultrasonic burst. Because of tiie speed of sound, which at ambient 
temperature is 331 .36 m/sec=1089 feet^sec= 13068 inches/sec, the distance over which tiie ultrasonic burst may travel 
before it can be detected is 1 .307 Inches (at 1 00 microseconds) and the maximum distance at which it may be detected 

so is 1 1 .76 inches (at 900 microseconds). Since the burst must both travel and return during that period when thwe is a 
"Window Open" condition, the minimum and maximum distances the ultrasonic burst must travel to be detected is 0.65 
inches (=1.307 inches/2 directions) and 5.88 inches (=1 1.76^). The "Window Closed" condition Is intentionally set to 
leave additional time for tfie ringing of sensor 90. even though sensor 90 should stop ringing after less than 100 micro- 
seconds and only have a dead zone of 0.5 inches. If an echo Is not detected during this period, the echoes are lost and 

55 a zero value 00000 00000 is returned to the data acquisition tx>ard 98. 

[0038] After the data is conpiled in the FIFO buffer, tiie formatted data is then sent to sample handler controller where 
it is processed. It is chected at step 230 to determine whetiier the captured data is valid. This requires checking that 
there are enough points to span the whole rack 70 of information and that the values of tiie captured data are in tiie 
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region of interest, basically between 0 and 6 inches. If the data is invalid, an error flag Is set at step 31 0. and the algo- 
rithm is ended at step 330. If the data is valid, the controller proceeds to step 240 where the starting and stopping points 
of the rack 70 (i.e., the beginning and end of the racks) is calculated by looking at data from the first echo using algo- 
rithm A1 shown in a flow chart in Fig. 12. At step 250. the system checks whether the calculated starting and stopping 

5 points are valid by checking that there are approximately the number of data points in the length of the data stream 
expected to be generated by the rack 70. This insures that the rack was transported under sensor 90 at approxinnately 
the correct speed to have obtained the number of points needed to accurately determine a particular feature of the rack 
and containers, if the starting point and ending point are at acceptak)le levels for tabs 76a, 76b, the points are deter- 
mined to be valid and the system proceeds to step 260. Othenvise, the starting and stopping points are not valid, and 

10 the system proceeds to step 310 where the error flag is set. 

[0039] In algorithm A1 . which starts at step 340. these starting and stopping points of the rack 70 are calculated based 
on a change in signal level from the i3ackground level, when the ultrasonic burst is reflected t>ack from the bottom of 
cross-feed 95 (beneath track 102), to a level of tiie tafc>s 76a, 76b on the rack 70. This helps to determine the length of 
the rack 70 in the overall data stream. At step 350, since tabs 76a. 76b on racks 70 are. in the preferred embodimerrt, 

IS approximately 14 mm long, the data is analyzed to look for a region where there is a steady level of data for approxi- 
mately 30 data points in a first area of interest where tabs 76a, 76b should be. which is between approximately 3 and 
3V& inches above the background level. By checking for 30 points, the software does not mistakenly identify the top sur- 
face of a rack 70 between tube receptacles 72, as being a tab because tiie distance between tube receptacles 72 is 
only 2.5 mm. If tiiere is a steady level of data at the appropriate level, the data point where the change in levels to a 

20 steady level begins is set to be the rack start position lengtiiwise on the rack 70. The validity of tiie rack start position is 
verified at step 360. If there is no steady level of data or if tiie data is not within the first two inches, then the error flag 
is set at step 410. At step 370, the rack stop position Is calculated by looking for a second length of data at a steady 
level for approximately 30 points at tiie appropriate height between approximately 3 and 3Vi inches above the back- 
ground level. 

25 [0040] At Step 380, it is determined whether the calculated rack stop is valkj. Because a rack start position has already 
been determined and because all of the racks 70 are supposed to be approximately the same length, the rack stop posi- 
tion should be at a known distance from the rack start position. If the rack stop position is not the distance from the rack 
start position where it should be, if there is no second steady level of data, or if the first and second steady levels of data 
are not witiiin 228 mm from one another, the calculated rack stop is invalid and the subroutine proceeds to step 410 

30 where the error flag is set. If the calculated rack stop position is valid, at st^ 390 the rack start and stop data is used 
to calculate the rack tab levels from the steady levels of data. The average value of the 30 data points beyond tiie lead- 
ing edge of the rack start position is initially computed and tfiis average is then recomputed by throwing out any of the 
30 data points that are more than 5% different from the initially computed average. This latter value, the recomputed 
average, is set as the rack tab level for the start tab 76a. Similarly, the average value of 30 data points before tiie trailing 

35 edge is initially computed and this average is then recomputed by throwing out ("outliers**), i.e. , any of the 30 data points 
that are more than 5% different from the initially computed average. This latter value is set as the rack tab level for ttie 
stop tab 76b. The data points that define tiie tab area are now changed in the FIFO buffer to equal the average value. 
All measurements of the inner arxJ outer diameter of the containers and the liquid levels of the containers are thereafter 
calculated witii respect to these levels. 

40 [0041] At step 400, the reference level of the start and stop tabs 76a. 76b may be checked again to insure that the 
tabs 76a, 76b are at valid levels. This involves checking that the levels are at an appropriate height, which must be 
witiiin 5 to 8 mm of the top of the rack 70, and that the start and stop tab levels are within 5 mm of one another. The first 
and second steady levels of data should be the same but the rack 70 may not be properly seated in cross-feed 95. caus- 
ing the rack 70 to sit at an angle with one tab sitting higher than the other tab. If the rack tab levels are not valid, the 

45 error flag is set at step 41 0. If the rack tab levels are valid, the algorithm of Fig. 1 2 ends. 

[0042] Echoes n^y be lost because they arrive too early at sensor 90. before the "Window Open" condition, or they 
arrive too late, after tiie "Window Close" position resumes. On an echo may be lost if reflected off a surface in the dead 
zone. An echo may also be lost when the object on which the ultrasonic burst inpinges absorl^s the tHJrst and reflects 
at most a small undetectable echo, such as where there are bubbles 38 on the surface of a Ik^uid in a container 36, as 

so shown in Fig. 5(a). Yet another situation where an echo may be lost is where either the top of the container is too high 
because the container is not properly seated all tiie way down in the rack 70 or where the container in the rack 70 is too 
high to be used within the instrument. 

[0043] The echo may arrive too late. i.e. , after the "Window Close" condition, when the burst is deflected over the 
length of a container such that the echo must travel over a longer distance than shouM be necessary. This lost echo 
65 condition may be caused by the misalignment of sensor 90 and the detector away from the proper orientation, when 
ultrasonic burst hits a curved piece on a container, or, as shown in Fig. 5(b). from a meniscus 43 which has formed on 
the top surface of the liqukJ sample in container 40 where, for example, there is a low surface tension. In this latter case, 
a first echo 42 may be detected but a second echo 44 is lost because it bounces between the side walls of container 



8 



EP0 979 998 A2 

40 and takes too long to return to the sensor. 

[0044] The lost echoes generate large spikes in the data, such as the large spike visible, for example, in Fig. 8. To 
filter out noise introduced by lost echoes, referred to as Noise Level I in the f tow chart, at step 260, the spikes generated 
by the lost echoes are discarded. Each spike is replaced with the last good data in the inconning data stream. For exam- 
s pie, the filtered data of Fig. 8 is shown in Fig. 9. 

[0045] At step 270, after the data has been filtered, the level of a reference plane for the rack is determined by plotting 
a straight line between the start tab reference level and the end tab reference level. 

[0046] At step 280. the data for the start and stop tabs 76a, 76b is again checked to insure that the start and stop tabs 
76a. 76b are still in the correct range of approximately 3 to 3l4 inches away from sensor 90 despite the filtering. If the 

10 levels are no longer valid, then the algorithm advances to step 310 where the error flag is set. If the levels are still valid, 
the algorithm advances to step 290 where a second noise filter for Noise Level II for small spikes is applied to the data 
previously filtered through the filter for Noise Level I. Small spikes, such as those shown in Fig. 7A. are generated by 
surrounding electronics, e.g. , greater than 2 mm above the t>ackground noise of the system, and must be smoothed in 
the regions of the rack tabs 76a, 76b and the tops of the containers. The data is thereby flattened to obtain a good esti- 

IS mate of the height of the container and rack. This filter requires two parameters to be programmed into the workstation 
software: the noise tolerance value and the continuous tolerance value. The noise tolerance value controls how much 
a particular data point may deviate from its previous neighboring data point. The continuous tolerance value of 5 points 
controls how much a data point may deviate from other adjacent data points in a larger neighborhood of data surround- 
ing the data point under consideration. In a preferred embodiment, the noise tolerance value for a particular data point 

20 is examined by looking to the 4 adjacent data points, including the 2 data points that precede and the 2 data points that 
follow the data point under consideration. If the noise tolerance value is exceeded, the value of the data point is com- 
pared to the value of the adjacent 4 points, if the data point under consideration exceeds the average value of the adja- 
cent 4 points by more than the continuous tolerance value, the value of the data point under consideration is set to the 
average value of the adjacent 4 data points. In a preferred embodiment, the noise tolerance value is 2.5 mm (approxi- 

25 mately 0.1 inches) and the continuous tolerance value is 1 mm (approximately 0.05 inches). 

[0047] After the filtering for Noise Level II has been completed, the routine advances to step 300 where the height of 
each container above the reference plane, defined by the top of the rack, and the container types are determined, and. 
If the containers are determined not to have caps, the level of liquid in the containers is also determined. The details of 
the algorithm A2 for performing step 300 are shown in Fig, 1 3 starting at step 430. At step 440, the data results are ini- 

30 tialized by setting all containers to invalid. Next, at step 450, points of interest from the eight or fewer containers in the 
rack 70 are mapped from the filtered data of Fig. 9 to "rough out" the areas which are analyzed to determine the features 
of the containers. These points of Interest are mapped for all 8 locations on the rack, regardless of whether or not a con- 
tainer is present in any of the locations. These areas are determined by knowing the start and stop points of the rack 
70 computed earlier, the speed with which the rack 70 travels in cross-feed 95, and the approximate number of data 

3S points that should have been collected for each container. 

[0048] After the points of interest for the 8 containers have been mapped out. at step 460, the first derivative of the 
change in the measured level from a first data point to a second adjacent data point with respect to the time elapsed 
between the two readings is calculated for each data point in the entire data stream and stored in a txjffer. The deriva- 
tives reflect transitions indicating either the start of the outer diameter of a container or the start of an inner diameter of 

40 a container. The transitions thereby provide the information that indicates where to look for the liquid level whether or 
not the container types are identified. 

[0049] With the transitions identified, the software enters a loop at step 470, which includes steps 480-580. The loop 
is repeated eight times to analyze the features of the eight containers one container at a time. Starting with tfie first con- 
tainer, at step 480, the outer diameter features of the first container, i.e. , the width, are identified using the first deriva- 

45 tive. At step 490. tiie inner diameter features are identified, if these features are identifiable because there is no cap on 
the container. If the container is capped, there will be no discernable inner diameter. At step 500. using the outer diam- 
eter features, the container width is estimated, although this estimate is not reliable because of container variation, 
detector beam variation and beam alignment and so is not used to determine the container type. With the container 
width known, tiie maximum height of the container at step 510 equals the first derivative taken at the two outer diameter 

50 points of the particular container. The maximum height of the container is, in turn, used to determine whether the con- 
tainer is capped and the container type. 

[0050] In addition to tiie maximum height, the approximate height of the container is computed based on the meas- 
ured level of the inner features of the container above the reference rack level and is used to verify the type of container 
and to determine whether the container is seated correctly. To compute the approximate height, an algorithm deter- 
ss mines the average level in the vicinity of the lip of the container and filters the data by throwing away outiiers (i.e., rec- 
omputes the average to disregard those data points that are more than 5% different from the initially computed average 
level) and recalculates what it thinks the height of the container is. The algorithm tiiereby detemfiines tiie form of the lip 
height of the container. The level of the lip of the container is set as tiie maximum height of the container at step 520. If 



9 



EP 0 979 998 A2 

the measured level of the lip rises above the container within the area of the lip. It is verified that the container is capped 
and the type of cap is identified by the height of the data points across the container. Also estimated at step 520 is the 
container type based on the height and diameter of the container. 

[0051] Where a container is determined from the derivatives computed for the first echo to have a measurable inner 

5 diameter, this means that there might be liquid in the container, the level of which may be measured. The liquid level for 
a container having a measurable inner diameter is determined at step 530 using algorithm A4 (Fig. 15). In algorithm A4. 
which starts at step 690. the middle of the container is located in step 700 using the middle point between the points 
that identify the inner diameter of the container. The estimated level is taken by taking an average of the middle point 
and 7 points on either side of the middle point (step 710). Also computed, at step 720, is the vessel lip height by taking 

10 the average of all of the interior data points between the outer diameter and inner diameter of the container using the 
level of the left 4 points minimum and the right 4 points minimum because each set of 4 points represents the thickness 
of the glass wail of a typical container. For a container with thicker or thinner walls, additional or fewer points, respec- 
tively, will be used to calculate the vessel lip height. The average level computed in step 720 is the "Vessel Height." At 
step 730. it is determined whether the estimated level of the middle 15 points, calculated at step 710, is less than 10% 

IS different from the Result computed in step 740. If It is within 10%, then the estimated level is reset to equal the Result. 
The mode and mean of all of the interior data (i.e.. data points between the inner diameter of the container) are calcu- 
lated at step 740. If the mode and mean are with 10% of the estimated level (meaning the value after step 730) then the 
estimated level is reset equal to the Result and the algorithm proceeds to step 780. If the mode and mean are not within 
1 0% of the estimate, (which may be because a meniscus is formed on the surface of the liquid and the liquid level meas- 

20 ured by the various data points varies between a low liquid level at the center of the container to a high liquid level away 
from the center), then the estimated level is reset to equal the mode (step 770). 

[0052] At step 780, the mean is recalculated using the mode as the estimated level set in either of steps 760 and 770. 
If the mean is within 5% of the estimated level, then the liquid level equals tiie estimate. Othenwise, the liquid level is set 
equal to the mean. At step 800 the calculated liquid level is compared to the liquid level limits for the identified type of 
25 container. 

[0053] At step 540. the calculated liquid level is analyzed to determine if the liquid level is within the allowed limits. If 
the liquid level is not within the allowed limits, /.e.. the amount of liquid is too large for the container type previously 
determined or is too low, an error flag is set for that container at step 570 and the data for the next container, if any, is 
analyzed starting at step 480. If the liquid level is within the allowed limits, the algorithm next determines at step 550 
30 whether, based on the maximum features of the container and the measured liquid level, the liquid level has not been 
properly measured with data from the first echo. The liquid level is not generally properly measured if the container type 
appears to be a container with an insert because the small opening of these containers produces a measured height 
equal to the height of the outer lip of the container. 

[0054] Inserts are present where the measured height of the outer diameter of the container is 77 mm (which identifies 
35 an EZEE-NEST insert in a 75 mm VACUTAINER tube) or 96 mm (which identifies a sample cup in a MICROTAINER 
holder). In this situation, such as with containers D. E and G of Fig. 7A and containers J-Q of Fig. 7B, the liquid level is 
not determinable from the first echo, and the second echo is analyzed at step 560 to determine the liquid level. Because 
sensor readings vary +/- 1 mm and it is therefore difficult to distinguish VACUTAINER containers that are 75 mm in 
height and do not have an Ezee Nest® insert from those containers that do have the insert, it may be necessary to use 
40 the second echo to determine the liquid level of 75 mm VACUTAINER containers even though the liquid level data is 
ascertainable for these VACUTAINER containers from the first echo. Any remaining second echo data that is not 
required to determine the liquid level is discarded. 

[0055] The details of step 560 are shown in a flow chart in Fig. 14 and referenced as algorithm A3, which starts at 
step 600. As with the first echo data, the second echo data is filtered at step 61 0 for Noise Level I. using the same tech- 

45 nique used in step 260 to eliminate large spikes of noise resulting from lost echoes but applying it to the second echo 
data. At step 620. the data points of interest, which in this instance means that the containers that have inner diameters 
that are types for which a liquid level must be determined from the second echo, are mapped. The remaining data 
points, if any, in the second echo are disregarded. At step 630 the data points are filtered for Noise Level 11 consisting 
of small noise spikes in the liquid level wells using the same technique described with respect to step 290. At step 640. 

so using the algorithm A4 shown in Fig. 1 4 and described above, the liquid level is determined by smoothing and averaging 
the data points within the inner diameter of the container, by using an estimated value of the liquid level and ^en recal- 
culating the liquid level by throwing out the outliers (i.e. , recomputed the average level by disregarding in the computa- 
tion those data points that differ more than 5% from the initially computed average) from the inner diameter of the 
container. At step 650, the liquid level calculated at step 640 is analyzed to determine if tiie liquid level is within an 

ss allowed liquid level, and. if so, the liquid level is set to the calculated value. If it is not an allowed liquid level, the error 
flag is set at step 660. if the liquid level is within the limits, the liquid level is confirmed and is set at step 670. The algo- 
rithm of Fig. 13 then ends at step 680 and returns to step 580 of algorithm A2 if there are any further containers to be 
analyzed. After the further containers are analyzed, algorithm A2 ends at step 590. 
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[0056] Once the height, tube type and liquid level of the containers are determined, the results are sent to the system 
processor at step 320. and the algorithm ends at step 330. 

[0057] Instrument should be operable at least within an environment where the approximate temperature is within the 
range of IS-SS^'C. Because the speed of sound varies 1% for each temperature change of 1 0^'C. data acquisition board 
5 periodically measures the temperature during the profiling of the containers using an on-board temperature sensor and 
compensates for any temperature change by utilizing a connection constant in converting the measurement of the time 
necessary for the ultrasonic burst to travel into a distance measurement. This temperature compensation feature is built 
into the Cosense data acquisition board and is understood by those skilled in the art. 

[0058] To insure the accuracy of the data, even where not explicitly prescribed, whenever an average value is calcu- 
10 lated above, it is preferable to calculate the estimated value, the mean value, and the mode. All of these three values 
must be dose, or else the data point is thrown out as invalid. 

[0059] In all circumstances, if the container type cannot be determined after analyzing a region of interest of approx- 
imately 200 points, the container is rejected as unrecognizable. The rejected container is not extracted by tiie robotic 
arm for transport elsewhere in Instrument and the container left in the rack when the rack is output into outfeed 100. 

15 [0060] Capped test tubes may be sent to an automatic decapper where the cap is removed and another ultrasonic 
liquid level sensor sitting above the container in the decapper detects the liquid level after the cap is removed. Moreover, 
if the data suggests that the container is an uncapped container but the liquid level in the container is too high, the con- 
tainer may be extracted by the robotic arm and transported to an external device where the robotic arm seats the con- 
tainer property This external device may be the automatic decapper referenced above. 

20 [0061 ] The containers to be profiled may be input on an identical or similar rack placed on stat shuttie 85. The rack Is 
transported at a slew speed under ultrasonic sensor 87, which is preferably identical to sensor 90 and operated in the 
same manner as sensor 90. including the same frequency and pulse width. Moreover, if one or more containers were 
not properly processed by sensor 90, meaning either no results or incorrect results were obtained, the robotic arm may 
transport the container to a test tube rack on stat shuttle 85, which may be nearly identical to cross-feed 95 and which 

25 has anotfier ultrasonic liquid level sensor 87, preferably identical to sensor 90. To place the test tube in the rack, the 
rack on stat shuttie 85 must be within the reach of the robotic arm. Where tiie robotic arm only reaches the rear area of 
the stat shuttle 85, the test tube rack is output to tiie front area of stat shuttie 85 and the rack is then transported back 
to the rear area. The rack thus passes under sensor 87, where another attempt may be made to properly profile the 
container. 

30 [0062] The described system captures data in the data acquisition board 98 and sends the data to the sample handier 
controller for processing. However, to increase the processing speed of the data, it is preferable to modify tiie board 98 
to provide sufficient processing speed for processing the data and memory for loading on-board control software, 
[0063] One skilled in the art will recognize that the present invention is not limited to tiie above-described preferred 
embodiment, which is provided for the purposes of illustration and not limitation. Modifications and variations may be 

35 made to the above<lescribed emkxxiiment witiiout departing from the spirit and scope of the invention. It should be rec- 
ognized that the Invention is not limited to the described sample handler or racks. For example, Fig. 16 shows a rack 
900, which is another embodiment of a rack that may be transported past ultrasonic sensor 90 on cross-feed 95 when 
the analytical instrument Is operated in a laboratory automation mode described in the referenced Sample Handler 
application. 

40 

Claims 

1 . A method of profiling a container in a rack in an apparatus having an ultrasonic sensor, said metiiod comprising the 
steps of: 

45 

transporting said rack within a sensing range of said sensor; 

transmitting a plurality of ultrasonic bursts from said sensor toward sakJ rack as said rack is transported past, 
and within saki sensing range of, said sensor; 

detecting a plurality of echoes from said plurality of ultrasonic bursts striking said container and said rack; gen- 
so erating a plurality of data points from sakJ detected plurality of echoes; and 

profiling said rack using said plurality of data points to determine information about said container. 

2. The metiiod of claim 1 wherein said profiling comprises using said plurality of data points to determine said type of 
said container. 

55 

3. The method of daim 1 wherein said profiling comprises using sakJ plurality of data points to determine whether said 
container is capped, and, where said container is not capped, determining a liquid level in said container. 
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4. The method of claim 1 wherein said rack has start and stop tabs and said container has a height, and said step off 
profiling comprises calculating a rack reference level from a first subset of said plurality of data points, said first sub- 
set reflecting a location of said start and stop tak>s in said plurality of data points, and calculating said height of said 
container using said rack reference level, 

5 said method further comprising calculating said start and stop points of said racK and determining said 

information about said container from a second subset of said plurality of data points, said second subset reflecting 
a location of said container in said rack. 

5. The method of claim 1 wherein said detection of said echoes comprises detecting first and second echoes, said 
10 method further comprising determining said type of container using said first echoes, and determining a liquid level 

of a sample in said container using said second echoes, where said first echoes do not provide said liquid level for 
said type of container and said container is uncapped. 

6. The method of claim 1 wherein said profiling connprises filtering said plurality of data points to modify those of said 
IS data points reflecting lost echoes. 

7. A method of profiling a container in a rack in an apparatus having an ultrasonic sensor, said metiiod comprising the 
steps of: 

20 transporting said rack within a sensing range of said sensor; 

ta-ansmitting an ultrasonic burst from said sensor toward said rack as said rack is transported past, and within 
said sensing range of. said sensor; and 

detecting at least two echoes from said burst striking said container and said rack. 

25 8. An apparatus for profiling a container in a rack comprising: 

an ultrasonic sensor having a first output corresponding to an emitted acoustic signal and a second output cor- 
responding to an electrical signal representing echoes in response to said first output, 
a rack transport mechanism positioned relative to said ultrasonic sensor to move said rack relative to saki sen- 
30 sor, and 

a processor responsive to said second output to profile said rack. 

9. The apparatus of claim 0 wherein said first output comprises a plurality of ultrasonic bursts and wherein said proc- 
essor further comprises: 

3S 

processing means for generating a plurality of data points from said second output and creating a profile of said 
plurality of data points, and 

a memory device to capture said plurality of data points. 

40 10. An apparatus for profiling a rack containing at least one capped tube and one open tube comprising processing 
means for executing an algorithm to profile said tubes in saki rack, said profiling algoritiim including determining a 
tube type, whetiier saki tubes are capped or open, and, for those of sakI tubes tiiat are open, a liquid level of a sam- 
ple in saki tubes. 

45 
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